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This article explores the ways a team-taught course, “Public Poetry in a Digital World,” supported 
community-building through participatory action and digital creative making. Using digital texts 
responding to current events, this course fostered students’ civic imagination and invited them to 
make connections among their own lives, their communities and poetic civic media.  This class 
facilitated critical community engagement through digital pedagogy and final projects in which 
students performed public scholarship. Ultimately, this course serves as a case study of how teaching 
born-digital texts with digital tools can expand the capacity of the creative writing classroom. 
Essay
Public Poetry in A Digital World
When we assigned “All the Dead Boys Look Like Me” by Christopher Soto, our students had 
already seen the poem on social media. It had been liked or reblogged hundreds of times in the 
summer of 2016. Elegizing the Pulse shooting in Orlando, this poem spread quickly across media 
platforms as a viral expression of grief and protest. But almost none of our students had clicked on 
the link; they had not actually read the poem until we assigned it for seminar.
As usual in our co-taught course, “Public Poetry in a Digital World,” a student was leading 
seminar discussion that morning. This was an advanced high school seminar where we surveyed 





Flum and Oliver: Digital Participatory Poetics and Civic Engagement
Published by RIT Scholar Works, 2019
Journal of Creative Writing Studies          2 
have influenced politically conscious poetic movements. That day, as the class began, our student 
discussion leader asked us all to stand in a circle at our desks and each read a line of “All the Dead 
Boys Look Like Me” out loud. Prompted by this poem’s heartfelt elegy and the collective mourning 
of its many digital readers, we held an informal vigil by reading the lines together:
Last time, I saw myself die is when police killed Jessie Hernandez
A 17 year old brown queer, who was sleeping in their car
Yesterday, I saw myself die again. Fifty times I died in Orlando. 
         (Soto)
In the summer of 2016, over the course of our intensive six-week seminar, we had already wit-
nessed highly publicized violence in the form of shootings and police brutality. Students were living 
together in a residential program and processing many of these events as a community and in our 
class meetings. Our seventeen-year-old students, mostly students of color, and many of whom iden-
tified as LGBTQ, were bearing witness to this violence with new, adult understanding while also, 
in Soto’s “All the Dead Boys Look Like Me,” seeing themselves represented in literature for one of 
the first times. One student reported mixed feelings; she was moved to see someone described as 
“brown, queer and 17” in a poem. But at the same time, like Soto, she was shaken to find herself 
reflected in the victims of the shooting.
In the emotional discussion that followed the poem’s recitation, we asked our students why they 
had not clicked on the link when they first encountered “All the Dead Boys Look Like Me” online. 
Our students’ responses shed light on the function of poetry in the digital age, as viral literature 
is disseminated like mass media. Shared as a form of hashtag activism, the poem had, for some, 
become a gesture of superficial solidarity. For others, it was a reminder of a trauma that was too 
painful to engage with in a casual online space. One student said she was relieved to read Soto’s 
poem in a context where it could operate complexly: for her, the text had been reclaimed as poetry 
in the space of the seminar.
This classroom vigil is just one example of the generative community that sprung up among 
our students in this seminar. In this paper, we will discuss the ways that our course supported 
community-building through participatory culture and digital creative making. Like “All the Dead 
Boys Look Like Me,” many of the poems we assigned engaged with current events and encour-
aged students to make connections with their own lives and communities. We facilitated this civic 
engagement through digital pedagogy and final projects in which students performed public schol-
arship. We will conclude by considering how teaching born-digital texts with digital tools can 
expand the capacity of the creative writing classroom. 
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Public Poetry, Participatory Culture, and Media Convergence
Over the course of our seminar, we saw students form ad hoc communities that facilitated 
creative making. Following Chet Breaux’s insights in “Why Making?,” our understanding of 
creative making centers participatory culture and remediation. We chose to begin this paper with 
“All the Dead Boys Look Like Me” because it suggests the participatory culture of both our class-
room community and of the poetry community in the digital age. Responding to a contemporary 
crisis in the wake of the Orlando Pulse shooting, “All the Dead Boys Look Like Me” turned readers 
into creative participants. Readers and social media users responded to the poem, creating commu-
nities of support by sharing and commenting on it online. Meanwhile, the poem travelled through 
physical and online spaces in the weeks after the shooting as it was remediated in print, digital, and 
face-to-face contexts. 
As Buck and Bellwoar note, and Breaux emphasizes, making in digital writing communities 
highlights “the complex ways in which physical and digital spaces are connected and integrated and 
the productive ways in which writers move between them” (Bellwoar and Buck, as cited in Breaux). 
Our class response to “All the Dead Boys Look Like Me” was an example of just such movement 
between, and integration of, physical and digital spaces. Soto had recently performed the poem at 
a community vigil in New York City, which Emily [a co-author of this article] happened to have 
attended in person; then, the poem travelled through online publications, into social media posts, 
into letterpress broadsides sold on Etsy, into our classroom, and into our own communal acts of 
mourning. Our students did more than remediate this born-digital poem into a face-to-face perfor-
mance. Ultimately, one of our students decided to respond to Soto’s poem with a further remedia-
tion, by selectively erasing words from of “All the Dead Boys Look Like Me” to craft her own elegy. 
She then shared this poem with Soto via email. Moving across social media and digital publication 
platforms, “All the Dead Boys Look Like Me” became an unusual example of what Henry Jenkins 
calls media convergence: a phenomenon where participatory culture drives content across diverse 
media platforms. 
Although literary poems are very different from the “mass media” that Henry Jenkins explores 
in Convergence Culture, Heather Inwood has shown, in her study of poems responding to the 2008 
Sichuan earthquake, that poetry can participate in media convergence, particularly when the poem 
touches on an event that is felt as a national tragedy (Inwood, 934). As we studied the ways “All the 
Dead Boys Look Like Me” circulated across media platforms and into our classroom, our response 
to the poem both participated in media convergence and gave students space and time to analyze this 
phenomenon. As part of our analysis of the poem, we guided students through its reception history 
as it moved from the online journal LitHub to other publication platforms and social media. But the 
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poem’s reach was not just technological. The acts of liking, reblogging, reading, and creating a literary 
erasure from the poem were all extensions of the community-gathering that occured at vigils where 
this poem was read. By participating in the performance and remediation of this poem, students 
turned the text into a resource for themselves to make sense of the violence they had witnessed. 
Community Building in a Networked Creative Writing Classroom
“Public Poetry in a Digital World” was a nontraditional literature and creative writing class, 
where learning took place in three-hour morning seminar meetings and in evening discussions 
online. Since community engagement was a focus of our course, we modeled strategies for building 
personal and creative community in the face-to-face classroom and in our online learning spaces. 
We also built opportunities for student leadership into our course design, so by the end of the 
summer, students were directing both face-to-face and online discussions as well as taking the 
initiative to create their own online communities. In our course, when students were empowered 
to shape and direct their own digital communities, we observed that significant learning happens 
online. Specifically, students practiced L. Dee Fink’s significant learning categories of integration, 
human dimension, caring, and learning how to learn in online spaces which they went on to build 
upon in subsequent face-to-face seminars. 
A centerpiece of our course was our collaborative course blog, where students posted daily 
reading responses. At the beginning of the summer, we asked students to volunteer to lead class 
on a day when the readings particularly interested them. In preparation for this day, in their role as 
blog moderators, students wrote an initial blog post setting the terms of the next day’s face-to-face 
discussion. They posed questions, provided examples from the text, and proposed possible con-
nections to other readings. The moderator then followed the online discussion on their assigned 
day, checking the blog several times over the course of the evening. In the next day’s face-to-face 
seminar discussions, student leaders directed the conversation for an hour, guiding their classmates 
through traditional literary analysis and diverse creative responses. As discussion leaders, students 
called on their classmates to contribute and called on instructors as well when we wanted to con-
tribute to or redirect the discussion. 
In addition to facilitating class community and online discourse, the course blog became an 
important site of creative making. As the praxis of our course, we wanted students to enact concepts 
from the assigned texts in their own writing and creative projects. Although we initially designed 
the blog as a platform for scholarly writing and conversation, students quickly took ownership of 
the blog to turn it into a dual academic and student-led creative space. Our students’ creative use of 
digital space began as an extension of our face-to-face meetings. As instructors, we offered optional 
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creative writing workshops outside of class time that allowed students to share their work in an 
informal, non-evaluative setting. These “poetry cafés” were popular among our students, and it 
quickly became apparent that they wanted to deepen and continue the creative work that they began 
in these face-to-face meetings. 
Without any instructor intervention, students made space in the digital classroom to continue 
this creative making and sharing. Discussion moderators began posting creative prompts along with 
each day’s reading response, so that their classmates could contribute to the comment thread with 
both creative and scholarly work. Students then went on to create a separate blog post, titled “Speak 
Now, Poet,” specifically for sharing original poems and other creative responses. They responded 
to each other’s poems with care, supporting and encouraging each other. In Convergence Culture, 
Jenkins describes the participatory culture of fan fiction communities, noting that “what’s striking 
about this process is that it takes place outside the classroom and beyond any direct adult control. 
Kids are teaching kids what they need to become full participants in convergence culture” (185). 
Jenkins notes that “educators are coming to value the learning that takes place in these informal 
and recreational spaces” (187). Indeed, we worked to create the conditions in which these informal, 
recreational spaces could thrive. From informal “poetry cafés” to blog comments to dedicated blog 
threads, we saw students’ creative work migrate across media platforms, as they embraced partici-
patory culture.
A final platform that we used to facilitate student engagement was the annotation tool Educa-
tion Genius. As a Google Chrome extension, Genius allows users to annotate any static page on the 
internet. Many of our assigned course texts were available digitally, either publicly on the internet 
Fig. 1. A post on the course blog where students shared favorite passages from readings over 
the course of the summer. This post was created and curated with no instructor guidance.
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or as excerpts on our blog. As part of their assigned reading, students were required to annotate 
the texts. As instructors, we participated in these discussions by contributing our own annotations, 
posing questions, correcting misunderstandings, and building on students’ points. These Genius 
annotations supplemented the conversations on the course blog, since they allowed students to 
respond to each others’ interpretations of specific passages, expanding or refining each other’s 
ideas. They could make connections to other texts and directly share those texts with their class-
mates. Their annotations also included links to and quotations from external sources, highlight-
ing political and historical context, or biographical information about the writer. They frequently 
included photographs or multimedia in their annotations that clarified a phrase or concept. For work 
we read in translation, we also posted the text in the original language; we saw bilingual students 
challenge the translation within Genius—a powerful use of the tool which we had not anticipated. 
Our collective annotation became an additional space for classmates to engage with the text and 
one another. 
Genius annotations played a unique role in our classroom, as they amplified the voices of quiet 
students. At the beginning of the summer, there were a few students who, because of self-reported 
imposter syndrome, rarely spoke in class but quickly became respected as digital contributors. 
On Genius, they could make valuable contributions by admitting they didn’t know something and 
looking up a new word or concept to share with their peers. By inquiring about the text at hand 
and self-directing their annotations, students bolstered their academic empowerment. What’s more, 
annotating texts through Genius enabled a unique form of participatory culture in our classroom. 
Jenkins compares the learning process in participatory culture to pedagogical scaffolding, “provid-
ing support for… new steps until the learner feels sufficient confidence to take them on their own. 
In the classroom, scaffolding is provided by the teacher. In participatory culture, the entire commu-
nity takes on some responsibility” (187). When students shared the task of annotating a text, they 
all took on responsibility for scaffolding the lesson. They helped each other learn how to learn (see 
Fig. 2). When reading a complex, allusive text, Don’t Let Me Be Lonely by Claudia Rankine, in hard 
copy, one of our students observed that he missed using Genius, since there were many references 
he would have liked to explain for his classmates. 
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Fig. 2. A student interprets a passage from an assigned text in this Genius annotation on our 
course blog. Another student responds appreciatively and compares their exchange to “retweet-
ing” on Twitter.
While designing “Public Poetry in a Digital World,” we strove to center the needs and abili-
ties of our students. Central to our approach was user centered design, an approach to building a 
course based on usability testing (Shivers-McNair, 2018; Jones, 2018; Eyman, 2009). In keeping 
with the tenants of responsiveness and accountability in user centered course design, we solicited 
feedback from students throughout our time together, from our first-day presentation of course 
materials to our final goodbye activities. Responding to student requests, we created multiple 
iterations of the syllabus throughout the course, changing not only the visual appearance of the 
document but also its content. We also invited students to set the terms of their own engagement in 
digital and face-to-face spaces. In their comments on the blog, students followed an online com-
munity agreement that they crafted together at the start of the summer, laying the groundwork for 
respectful and rigorous online engagement. Through student-led reflection and discussion, online 
and face-to-face, students shaped the culture, structure, and content of their own learning envi-
ronment. By treating our students as “expert end users,” we were able to responsively revise our 
use of instructional technologies, such as the course blog and Genius annotations (Jones). We had 
the flexibility to implement iterative course design because our course did not include traditional 
assessment, and our longform comments at the end of the summer acknowledged students’ con-
tributions towards shaping the course. Students reported feeling ownership not just of the content 
of the course, but also its human dimension; they invested in the learning environment because 
they have a hand in creating it. 
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Like many people their age, our students had active lives on the internet prior to our class. They 
maintained web presences and communicated digitally every day. While classroom use of social 
media opened up many positive possibilities for our coursework, there are risks to having students 
work in semi-public or public spheres. We prepared our students to navigate these risks by modeling 
safe online practices, and we took precautions within our own pedagogy to protect students online. 
Our course blog was password protected, so students’ initial interpretations of texts and blog posts 
were only available to their peers and teachers. As they began their final assignment, we assigned 
an internet-safety quiz that prepared students to safely practice digital public scholarship. We also 
mediated risks by having students anonymize their own content. There were no real names or other 
identifying information on their blog posts, Genius posts, or final projects. Some projects addressed 
specific audiences or engaged sensitive subject matter. In those cases, student sent out invitations or 
kept their web content password protected. 
Our in-class activities and discussions were made much richer by our students’ sincere engage-
ment on and co-ownership of our blog. The community our students built online was bolstered and 
renewed by our time in the classroom and at our daily lunch at the dorm where our students lived 
communally. Our class was an experiment in weaving the dynamic tools of face-to-face teaching 
and digital learning in ways that uplift both, making for expansive class discussions where a wide 
range of student abilities were valued. In our course, students’ embrace of participatory culture 
made them a generative community of scholars and poets, in person and on the internet. 
Student-driven Poetic Civic Media and Civic Imagination
For their final project, students were charged with bringing the tools and lessons of the course 
into their home communities using digital creative making. We deliberately asked students to 
consider how poetry could serve their home communities, instead of the college town where they 
found themselves during our summer seminar. In the spirit of Stephanie Bower and John Murray’s 
“Writing in the Community” we wanted to explore poetry as both a product and a method of 
academic civic engagement, and to study the capacity of poetry as a tool for the civic imagina-
tion. But, because we were operating within a six week term, we did not feel we could engage with 
local community partners with sincere reciprocity. Our students were walking into our classroom 
with complex membership in various communities. So, we asked them to consider how poetry, as 
a digital form of public scholarship, could reflect their civic responsibilities to these communities. 
This project rested on our understanding that poetry in public space has the capacity to act as a form 
of civic media and poetry online can become digital civic media. In the case of “All the Dead Boys 
Look Like Me,” our students became peripherally aware of the poem through their social networks 
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online. The poem, as digital, shareable document—even as a thumbnail—served as a symbol of 
collective mourning and protest. The work reached its full potential as civic media when that digital 
collectivity became embodied. In face-to-face vigils and classroom conversations, recitations of 
this poem made space for communities to mourn. Meanwhile, the poem’s text was a space for delib-
eration, an intimate resource for readers reeling from horrific images of gun violence. 
In their final projects, we asked students to attempt this kind of community building around 
poetry. They responded by continuing their engagement with digital participatory culture, using 
digital tools to connect poetic texts with their own communities. Students were aware of the final 
assignment from our very first class meeting. The following assignment description appeared in the 
front matter of our digital syllabus, a live Google Doc embedded in our course blog, and in this way, 
the final project helped to set the tone and scope of our coursework together: 
Final project:
        It is difficult 
to get the news from poems 
    yet men die miserably everyday 
        for lack
 of what is found there. 
William Carlos Williams 
Never forget justice is what love looks like in public. 
Dr. Cornel West 
Can poetry function to make your community more just? If we take for granted the sentiments 
of West and Williams, how we can we use digital tools to increase public access to poetry, and 
by extension, to make our society more vital and fair? In this project, you’ll begin by identify-
ing a group or community to which you belong. Using action research methodologies, reflect 
on your personal relationship to this group and how you believe poetry could serve it. Assess 
the demographics, needs, and level of technological access in this community. Then choose 
a digital medium from the many we have studied and explain how this medium makes sense 
to showcase a poetic text. In the final week of class, we’ll transform the seminar into a digital 
humanities lab to develop and implement these projects. This work will be accompanied by a 
final paper reflecting on the methodology of your project, the thinkers by which it is informed, 
and the ways it enacts and interprets the content of the texts you have chosen to curate.
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We read the quotes by Williams and West out loud on the first day of class and returned to them 
as students were devising their final projects. Over the course of the summer, our discussions of the 
final project were shaped by the contemporary poetry and digital poetic culture we studied, framing 
digital-born (or in some cases, digitally-curated) political poetry as a dynamic form of public schol-
arship and civic media. Students had studied Lyrae Van Clief-Stefanon’s “America, November 
2014,” a poem written after the murder of Tamir Rice. This poem was shared on the #BlackPoets-
SpeakOut Tumblr, which showcased powerful video poetry recitations in collective mourning and 
protest of police brutality. Our students had also studied the famously viral poem, “Rape Joke” by 
Patricia Lockwood that satirized and meditated on rape culture in the United States. These poems, 
like many from our course, were reflections on what the writers perceived as injustice. Various 
audiences reiterated and expanded on these social critiques by sharing and commenting on these 
poems on digital platforms, exposing the texts to wider publics through media convergence. These 
pieces of poetic civic media became elements of a larger digital discourse about what justice looks 
like and what it doesn’t look like. 
All term, we studied how politically conscious poetic movements imagined a more just society 
through civic engagement activities including readings, salons, protests, and innovative publishing 
practices. As Jenkins suggests in By Any Media Necessary, young people are now using digital tech-
nologies to develop “ways of expressing a shared vision for a better society” (37). In their final projects, 
students applied what they had learned by creating a digital space that might serve their own com-
munities. Through final projects that remediated poems, our students expressed their own visions of a 
better society and extended participatory culture from our classroom into their communities. 
We have curated a few examples of student work from these final projects that best express 
creative making as an act of civic engagement. For her final, one student created a project called 
/poetverse/, which she described as “a Tumblr blog designed to increase access to poetry for the 
queer youth of South Korea, a heavily oppressed body of individuals. . . . /poetverse/ exists as a 
safe space for these individuals to convene and express themselves through poetry.” The blog’s title 
contains the implication of an imagined alternative (or future) universe, one where the student’s 
digitally-convened community is not oppressed. Simultaneously, however, the blog defiantly exists 
in our own imperfect universe, a project of protest, self-expression and community building. 
Another student created an installation called “Ars Poetica” where poets could use Snapchat to 
anonymously post poems about being marginalized teenagers in suburban Texas. In her reflection 
on this project, she made a powerful connection between this installation and Michael Ondaatje’s 
memoir Running in the Family. In the excerpt we read, Ondaatje described an ancient example 
of literary protest: “In the 5th Century B.C. graffiti poems were scratched onto the rock face of 
Sigiriya—thc rock fortress of a despot king” (83). While our student acknowledged the differences 
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between her context and that of these ancient poets, as she wrote in her final essay, “the novelty of 
Snapchat hearkens back to the powerful anonymity of the king’s repossessed wall. . . . The quiet 
defiance against the ‘fortress of a despot king,’ against the wall’s symbolic significance as regime, 
can be echoed in our modern voices.” In her bold analysis, this student places Ondaatje’s text and 
the poems of her digital community in conversation with a history of anonymous protest poetry. 
A third student created an archive of poet-submitted video poems, modeled directly on #Black-
PoetsSpeakOut. She invited young woman-identified poets in her hometown of Katmandu, Nepal to 
respond to sexual repression and rape culture via spoken word poetry. Because of the nature of this 
project, she solicited submissions from the women in her close-knit poetry scene and kept videos 
on a password-protected blog. While this necessary security limited the videos’ immediate capacity 
as civic media, her final project reinterpreted the structure of #BlackPoetsSpeakOut for her unique 
content and community, and allowed her to practice organizing and curating a video archive of 
political poetry. 
While the basic parameters of these projects were established by our pedagogical scaffolding, 
much of the complexity of student work stemmed from the participatory culture of our course’s 
digital space in which responsibility and authority were shared by all members of the community. 
As teachers, we were not well-versed in the capacity of Snapchat, Instagram, or Tumblr as sites for 
public poetry. Our students brought that critical knowledge, as well as other various knowledges 
from their complex lived experiences, to the seminar table. Armed with the models of the texts we 
read in class, our students created public scholarship and civic media that used poetry as a means 
of commentary or critique. Some of the projects by these rising high school seniors even articulated 
what alternative futures might look like. They used digital platforms to situate poetry in their com-
munities, engaging poetry as both an introspective art and an avenue for social change. 
 When our students acted as makers, as Breaux points out, they had “the opportunity to focus 
on practices that can empower users,” revising and expanding their relationship to technology (32). 
We found that the practices that shifted students from users to makers often aligned with critical 
pedagogies that emphasized “mutuality,” as defined by Freire and many others after him. In his 
essay in Creative Writing Pedagogies for the 21st Century, Patrick Bizzaro introduces mutuality to 
the creative writing classroom, exploring “tangible tactics” to achieve the too-often elusive goals 
of critical pedagogy (99). While Bizzaro considers course architecture that promotes equitable 
relationships in the creative writing classroom, he mainly considers instructor responses, writing 
assignments, and ways to address students in a face-to-face classroom (119). We extended this 
inclusive course architecture to include the use of digital platforms, encouraging students to act as 
creative makers both in and beyond the face-to-face seminar.
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Conclusion: Lessons of our Course
With “Public Poetry in a Digital World,” we built a course that gave students tools to under-
stand their networked, participatory experience of reading and writing poetry. We designed this 
course understanding that our students were probably already interacting with poetry extracur-
ricularly online. As we learned when we assigned “All the Dead Boys Look Like Me,” our students 
were already aware of poems on social media. At the beginning of the course, many of our students 
told us that they had at least some experience with poetry through spoken word YouTube channels, 
Tumblr, Instagram, and Facebook groups. Students read, wrote, and held community in these 
digital spaces well before they entered our seminar. While we worked with a particularly moti-
vated group of young people, this digital engagement with poetry is not unique to our students. In 
2018, the National Endowment for the Arts found that since 2012, poetry readership has doubled 
among youth ages 18-24 (Iyengar). A statement from the Academy of American Poets suggests that 
this spread of poetry readership among youth is linked to social media use (Poets.org). We wanted 
to meet students in these online spaces, providing them with tools to understand and extend their 
experience of digital participatory poetics.
By offering students a theoretical framework with which to approach their experiences reading 
and writing online, we hoped to counter stereotypes that digital space is less academic or rigorous 
than traditional print media. We also wanted to resist a prevalent belief that poetry is overly intro-
spective and does not matter in the contemporary world. By presenting politically conscious poems, 
installations, and digital projects as course texts, we provided our students with examples of con-
temporary poetry in dialogue with the complex world they were encountering both online and face-
to-face. In studying digital civic poetics, our students came to view their own writing as vital and 
relevant and were able to see poetry as a form of digital civic media. Our syllabus accompanies 
this article (see Appendix), because we hope it will make clear the range of texts and assignments 
included in our course, suggesting the richness of the context that we brought to the digital spaces 
where our students already lived.
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APPENDIX
Course Syllabus 
Public Poetry in a Digital World
Emily Oliver and Liza Flum
Can a single poem change the world? In our seminar, we’ll engage the tension between artistic 
contemplation and political action, asking how poetry might foster a more just society. Should 
poetry aspire to witness, document, or subvert political and economic systems? Or does the act of 
writing poetry, or making art, fundamentally challenge the status quo?
Beginning with oral traditions, we’ll explore poetry as a communal art, examining the ways it 
has shaped cultural and national identities. We’ll trace the poet’s role in society, from communal 
voice to solitary seeker, outsider, and dissident. We’ll also consider how, over time, publishing 
technologies have changed the ways poetry is produced, consumed, and shared—and how these 
changes have complicated and expanded poetry’s social impact. Through case studies of politically 
conscious poetic movements, we’ll assess the impact of new forms of publication and dissemina-
tion, such as the printing press, zines, Metrocards, podcasts, and YouTube. We will consider these 
topics in the context of larger conversations about race, gender, technological access, and traditional 
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literary analysis. We’ll end by engaging critically with new information and communication tech-
nologies as they both increase and control access to literature. By the end of the course, students 
will design and build a digital project that increases access to poetry in a community to which they 
belong. 
Writing Expectations:
In this class, we’ll devote substantial time each day to poetry writing exercises, with particular 
attention to the resonance between our creative practice and our critical thought. Students will be 
invited to share these writings with the class. Students will also write frequent expository essays 
responding to the texts we study. 
A Note on the Seminar Format:
While the majority of this seminar will be discussion-based, select sessions will include 
hands-on digital humanities workshops. We will supplement in-class activities with occasional 
afternoon field trips. Additionally, our conversation will continue beyond the walls of the classroom 
in two ways: We will maintain a class blog on which you will post frequent reading responses, and 
we will host optional afternoon poetry cafés, where Emily and Liza will be available on campus to 
provide personal feedback on your poems. 
Final project:
  It is difficult 
to get the news from poems 
 yet men die miserably everyday 
  for lack
 of what is found there. 
William Carlos Williams 
Never forget justice is what love looks like in public. 
Dr. Cornel West 
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Can poetry function to make your community more just? If we take for granted the sentiments 
of West and Williams, how we can we use digital tools to increase public access to poetry, and by 
extension, to make our society more vital and fair? In this project, you’ll begin by identifying a 
group or community to which you belong. Using action research methodologies, reflect on your 
personal relationship to this group and how you believe poetry could serve it. Assess the demo-
graphics, needs, and level of technological access in this community. Then choose a digital medium 
from the many we have studied and explain how this medium makes sense to showcase a poetic 
text. In the final week of class, we’ll transform the seminar into a digital humanities lab to develop 
and implement these projects. This work will be accompanied by a final paper reflecting on the 
methodology of your project, the thinkers by which it is informed, and the ways it enacts and inter-
prets the content of the texts have you chosen to curate.
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